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Abstract 
Taught postgraduate students are a unique group, undergoing a short, intensive period of study, often within a new learning 
culture. To support Master’s students to integrate into their new learning environment this project piloted the use of a self-
assessment skills audit with students studying population health programmes. The audit enabled students to reflect on their 
current skills profile at the start of their programme, and to also prepare a tailored action plan to address their personal 
development needs. This paper explores the benefits of this approach and makes recommendations on future enhancements to 
this model. 
© 2012 Published by Elsevier Ltd. 
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1. Introduction 
Employability has become increasingly recognised as a priority for development within UK Higher Education and 
as a result universities are being required to demonstrate the extent to which students’ employability is enhanced 
through their studies (Knight & Yorke, 2006). Within the current economic climate it is also becoming more and 
more important that graduates can demonstrate their employability (Fitzgerald, 2010).There is a proven relationship 
between learning and employability, in that the skills that facilitate learning such as being able to analyse data, solve 
complex problems and to communicate effectively, can also enhance an individual’s employability (Rees, Forbes & 
Kubler, 2007). Knight and Yorke (2006) define employability as ‘a set of achievements – skills, understandings and 
personal attributes - that make graduates more likely to gain employment and be successful in their chosen 
occupations, which benefits themselves, the workforce, the community and the economy’. Certain key competencies 
which enhance employability have been identified by employers, namely cognitive skills, generic competencies, 
personal capabilities, technical ability and organisation awareness (Kubler & Forbes, 2006; Persico, Pozzi,  2011). 
The UK Higher Education Academy’s (HEA) Subject Centres have compiled 53 Student Employability Profiles 
which identify skills that are likely to be developed through the study of a particular discipline. The student 
employability profile for Health Studies specifically identifies the following skills: IT; communication (written and 
oral); group work; negotiation; problem solving; independent working and identifying ongoing personal skill-
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development needs; recognising equal opportunities issues and identifying appropriate action; and gathering and 
analysing information, as well as subject-specific skills (Rees, Forbes & Kubler, 2007). 
 
Although most of the literature pertains to graduates, it is also important for postgraduate programmes to further 
enhance employability of students. Students registering for the MSc Health Services and Public Health Research 
(HSPHR) and MSc International Health and Management (IHM) programmes at the University of Aberdeen have 
diverse graduate/professional backgrounds and nationalities. This translates into a multiplicity of previous 
experience and skill levels in terms of these key employability competencies, their education attainment and English 
language proficiency. The numbers of international students are rising within the UK higher education sector, with a 
current ratio of 1 in 5 students being international students and the majority registered for postgraduate taught 
programmes (Universities UK, 2009). Many aspects of studying in the UK are unfamiliar to a new international 
where teaching and learning approaches and assessment methods are different to what they are used to (Burns, 1991; 
Ryan, 2005; Treloar et al., 2000). These result in additional challenges and present a steep learning curve for 
international students specifically (Evans et al., 2009). Most HEIs have induction programmes designed to ease the 
transition of international students into their new learning environment, which may include a range of social and 
academic activities as well as information regarding physical and/or online support services (Ryan, 2005). The 
Graduate School of the College of Life Sciences & Medicine at the University of Aberdeen provides a non-credit 
bearing induction course for all students in an attempt to address the challenges. Most sessions are held in the first 
week and cover aspects such as academic writing, plagiarism, library skills, presentation skills, essay writing, note 
taking, exams and revision and critical appraisal. The impact of the induction programme is challenged by students 
registering late; the information being irrelevant at that stage of the academic programme or at the incorrect level for 
some students. It is also d
(Egege & Kutieleh, 2005; Tacman, 2010). Although some aspects of employability competencies may be covered 
during the induction programme, it is not individualised or reflective in nature. It has been noted that self-awareness 
underpins employability, allowing individuals to reflect on, identify and articulate their skills, competencies, 
interests and motivations (Watt, 2006; Bhatti, Qazi, 2012). One approach for enhancing employability is using a 
self-assessment grid and mapping development against the competencies in readiness for developing a curriculum 
vitae (CV) (Rees, Forbes & Kubler, 2007). 
 
2.0 Methodology 
 
An online self-assessment skills audit (SSA) was developed using the SNAP survey tool. The survey was based on 
the employability profile for Health Studies (Rees, Forbes & Kubler, 2007). To explain the initiative to all HSPHR 
and IHM students an information session was held at the beginning of the 2010/2011 academic year. Preparation for 
the SSA was required by completing an IT skills self-assessment, undertaking an online personality typing-Jung 
students completed the Open University self-
assessment tasks for academic language proficiency. 
 
An e-mail was then sent to the students; this provided the link to the SNAP survey, the deadline for completing the 
survey and detailed their 20 minute appointment arrangements with the Programme Coordinator. Prior to their 
appointment students were also requested to think about their own personal and professional development needs.  
 
The SSA questionnaire started with demographic questions about their programme, gender, age, home or 
international student status and where they were born, completed their schooling, graduated, lived and worked. This 
was followed by asking students to identify their strengths and weaknesses in their own words and how their 
colleagues and friends would describe them. The rest of the questionnaire involved self-assessment of their English 
language proficiency and employability skills e.g. communication skills, IT skills etc.  
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Each student then met the Programme Coordinator for an informal interview to discuss their completed survey and 
to develop their individualised action plan. To support each student to develop a tailored action plan a list of 
development opportunities, including a range of workshop topics were made available for students to select. 
Following the meeting students received a personalised detailed action plan via email. 
As part of their professional development students were asked to upload any evidence of development activities to 
their ePortfolio. This evidence was to include any courses or workshops attended, resources referred to and other 
action taken, and was used to build their own CV. Students were also informed that a reflection exercise would 
follow after the January exams for them to reflect on their own development over the 4 months and to develop a 
plan of action for the next 6 months.   
 
3.0 Results & Discussion 
 
3.1 Self-assessment audit results 
 
All 27 full-time students completed the SSA, which included 15 HSPHR and 12 IHM students. The sample included 
17 females and 10 males with a mean age of 30 years (min 22 and max 52 years) and two-thirds (n=18) were 
international students. None of the students rated their English language skill as very poor, 1 rated it as poor, 7 as 
average, 10 as good and 9 as excellent. Ten students indicated that English was not their first language and 
consequently completed the Open University self-assessment tasks. Paraphrasing seemed to be the task that most of 
the students had some difficulty with but none reported having great difficulty with any of the English language 
tasks.  
 
The most common areas for improvement identified were: lack of experience in preparing publications (70%); 
understanding the requirements for a UK-style CV (63%); issues with using specific software packages (52%); lack 
of experience in poster presentations (56%) and more help with literature searches (44%) (Figure 1). A third of 
students also indicated that they needed to improve some aspects of their IT skills, were not comfortable with public 
speaking, were not familiar with a referencing style or had never written a UK-style examination. About a quarter of 
students had never written a UK-style assignment or used Turnitin UK. Although students reported having delivered 
an oral presentation previously, some had only done so to classmates. Most had presented to peers (n=19) or 
students (n=11) but few had presented at an international (n=3) or national (n=6) congress and 5 of the students had 
not previously used PowerPoint for their presentations. Students mostly rated their ability to work in a team as good 
(n=17) or excellent (n=7).   
 
IT tasks that students most commonly (>75%) identified as challenging were lack of knowledge regarding creating 
into PowerPoint (n=10), creating formulae in a spreadsheet (n=11), creating graphics in Excel (n=8) and pasting a 
graph from Excel into a Word document (n=8). 
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Figure 1: Development areas identified by the students (n=27) 
 
of the Myers-Briggs typology (Myers-Briggs, 2011). This discussion, together with the verbalisation of their 
responses to the questions asking them to identify their strengths and weaknesses in their own words and how their 
colleagues and friends would describe them, initiated the self-awareness process. On the basis of these individual 
results, an action plan was identified for each student which included identifying which workshops they should 
attend.  
3.2  
 
There was a response rate of 84% to the reflective exercise, with 21 of the 25 students responding (2 students did not 
progress from the certificate stage and were therefore not included). The other 4 students did not respond despite 3 
reminders. Students were asked to say which areas had been identified during their self-assessment interview with 
the Programme Coordinator. These identified areas of improvement had been sent to the students but it seems that 
most students did not refer back to that for this reflective exercise. When comparing the areas of improvement 
identified during the interview and reflective exercise, it is clear that students identified more areas of improvement 
during the interview than expressed in the SSA but fewer on reflection. 
 
Students were further asked to indicate how they had kept to the proposed plan of action for development from 
October to January and once again, although this had been provided to them via e-mail, few identified all the 
workshops or resources that had been proposed, and attendance of the workshops was disappointing. Reasons 
provided for not attending include having prior commitments or medical appointments, workshop not at the right 
time/when time was limited due to assignment due date/exam looming, and confusion over dates/forgetting. Most of 
the resources identified though had been referred to. It was interesting to note that some students had booked 
additional courses provided by the institution through the Student Learning Service that had not been originally 
proposed but were relevant.  
 
-development over the next 6 months included attending the proposed 
workshops that had not yet run, as well as referring to additional resources not proposed initially.  
 
Students indicated that the skills audit self-assessment and interview was a good (9), useful (4), helpful (3), 
enjoyable and supportive (1) and very necessary (1) initiative. Further comments indicate that it provided insight 
into their strengths and weaknesses and allowed them to plan their development. Suggestions to improve the 
initiative were also made in terms of timing of the interviews, workshops and reflection process. There were also 
some heartening comments about its usefulness to international students especially, and that it added value to their 
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programme. An additional positive aspect mentioned was that the one-on-one meeting with the Programme 
Coordinator was very valuable, as it enabled the academic relationship between the student and tutor to develop. 
 
3.3 Enabling students to identify their own strengths and development areas 
 
provision and defines Personal Development Planning (PD
reflect on their own learning, performance and/or achievement and to plan for their personal, educational and career 
 the Knight & Yorke model 
which suggests that employability is influenced by four broad and inter-related components, namely, understanding, 
skilful practices, efficacy beliefs, and metacognition (Knight & Yorke, 2006).The last two components propose that 
self-
on their learning and capabilities, is essential in improving employability. Students in this study indicated that 
completion of the SSA provided insight into their own strengths and weaknesses and allowed them to plan their 
development. Duncan found that Engineering students also reported this as the main priority for them in a PDP 
exercise (Duncan, 2010). The personality typing of the students provided an opportunity for students to learn a little 
more about themselves. Having to verbalise their own strengths and weaknesses as well as indicate how others 
would describe them was a further step in this self-awareness process. During the interview, students mostly 
indicated that this had been very difficult for them, especially regarding identifying their strengths. This has been 
found in other student groups as well where they acknowledge that they would like to gain a clearer understanding 
of their personal strengths and qualities and the articulation of these skills (Duncan, 2010). 
 
It is important to note that most of these postgraduate students identified a lack of experience in various skills 
identified in the Health Studies student employability profile (Rees, Forbes & Kubler, 2007), or those required for 
academic achievement. This signifies that at the beginning of their postgraduate studies, most graduates did not have 
the required skills to excel in their studies or reflect high levels of employability. Furthermore, having a high 
percentage of international students and second language English speakers in these programmes increased the level 
 the argument for 
individualised or tailored programmes. Although language proficiency has been identified as a major difficulty for 
international students, more extensive areas of conflict, such as learning styles, participation, collaboration, 
independence, plagiarism and structured/non-structured learning have also been identified. Problems therefore seem 
to stem from different learning styles and attitudes and do not reflect different learning capacities, and require 
support to focus on both language proficiency and perceived inadequacies in students' background knowledge and 
skills (Edge & Kutieleh, 2005). 
 
-reported an improvement in their rating of these skills 
suggesting that skills may improve over the academic year as students engage with the induction programme and 
their course work, but not to levels of excellence without the aspects of self-awareness and reflection being 
incorporated. 
3.4 How did the theory work in practice? 
 
It is disappointing to note that very few of the students used their ePortfolio during the first 4 months of their 
programme. Despite emailing students their development plans, most students did not refer back to this for the 
reflective exercise. The literature indicates that students generally find reflection difficult (Edge & Kutieleh, 2005). 
It is encouraging that students identified more areas of improvement during the interview than expressed in the SSA 
but it remains a challenge for students to use their ePortfolio for reflective and evidence purposes. These fluctuations 
may also reflect the stage of the academic year and priorities changing according to academic needs.  
 
The most disappointing aspect was the poor attendance at the workshops. Reasons provided for not attending seem 
to be related to time management issues and timeliness of the workshops. Suggestions to improve the initiative 
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clearly indicate this, suggesting improved timing of the workshops and communication of dates as well as better 
understanding of the importance of support offered. It is encouraging though that some students had reverted to 
online assistance or booked additional workshops at times more convenient to them.  
 
However, it is extremely clear from feedback that students found the SSA and interview to be a useful and 
supportive tool, adding value to their programme by providing insight and allowing them to plan their development, 
especially for the international students. Jankowska (2010) also suggests that reflective exercises should be a 
structured process and that students who take the time to reflect on their experiences will get more from those 
experiences. The individual face-to-face meeting with the Programme Coordinator was seen as a very positive 
aspect by the students and has been reported elsewhere (Ryan, 2005; Mayfield & Du Feu, 2010 ). Although time-
consuming, the Programme Coordinators also felt that this had indeed added value to their role, enabling a 
Students indicated informally that this helped them to feel more comfortable in taking advantage of the open-door 
policy of the coordinators and sharing their problems and successes during the rest of the academic year.  
4.0 Conclusions  
 
It is clear from the study that this initiative facilitated students to focus on their strengths and development needs. 
Developing a s -assessment enabled them to not only state clear goals for their future 
learning but also their personal development. It is therefore recommended that this activity becomes a compulsory 
part of these and other programmes in future academic years. Academic staff involvement with this initiative was 
also an important aspect for the perceived relevance of this scheme by students. Future enhancements to this 
initiative include improving the workshop attendance by reflecting on the timing of the workshops as well as 
tool could also be improved by providing training and support. A further enhancement is that the workload of the 
virtual learning environment and providing online linkage to workshops, resources and other support. Language 
support for second language English speakers in the form of workshops, peer support and proof-reading is also 
recommended.  
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